Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 30

Number 2

Article 4

6-1994

Swiss-American Relations: A Challenge
Lukas F. Burckhardt

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
Burckhardt, Lukas F. (1994) "Swiss-American Relations: A Challenge," Swiss American Historical Society
Review: Vol. 30 : No. 2 , Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol30/iss2/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive.
For more information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Burckhardt: Swiss-American Relations: A Challenge

11

II.

SWISS-AMERICAN RELATIONS - A CHALLENGE

Lukas F. Burckhardt

With her lively reminiscences of our years in the service of the Swiss
Embassy in Washington, D.C., my wife Agathe has evoked a fine period in our

life in which we were both equally engaged, greatly encouraged by our chiefs,
in fostering Swiss-American relations on a very personal level. This endeavor
was made easy by

a favorable intellectual climate.

Things ·American still had an

unique charm for our curious Swiss visitors who found there an astonishing openmindedness. We met in the United States many highly motivated Americans in
responsible positions who were keen to keep in close touch with our best Swiss
values. So we had a very good time. But our stay in Washington ended more
than two decades ago.
Since our return to Switzerland in 1970 things everywhere have changed.
But more than at any time America is present in everybody's mind in all its
contradictory aspects, whereas our experience in the United States was
conditioned by our contacts with an elite of highest moral aspirations. This elite
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is again active under a new administration and needs our support.
But how can we find a practicable way to overcome the inevitable
difficulties of such a relationship?

I see the answer to this question in the

intrinsic similarity of both our nations. Americans as well as Swiss are critical
of their governments, very often so much that they can appear to be quite
impolite, if not even bitterly -negative. · But behind this rather rough behavior
there is a profound care for the common weal. In a real democracy, criticism is
not only possible but a duty, also in our friendship with other democratic
countries. This is our personal experience in America.
In her own account as an experienced Swiss high school teacher, my wife
refers to the report:

Gymnasialrektoren besuchen amerikanische Schulen.

Bericht uber eine Studienreise durch die USA.

Erarbeitet von einer

Studienkommission der Konferenz Schweizerischer Gymnasialrektoren.
Selbstverlag 1961. My own ·contribution to this publication is entitled:

Im
"Der

Schweizer in den USA" (pp. 77-85). I am quoting from its final passage some
general statements which surprise me by their actuality, translated from the
German original text: "To win a real insight into the genuine values of America
is a task which exceeds the capacity of an individual European visitor, even if he
is deeply impressed by he complexity of the new world. At a first glance many
contradictions appear to be insoluble and in a deadlock, but suddenly the sensible
observer is confronted with human experiences of such an intensity that he sees
through the clouds the glittering of a light which opens his mind to new horizons.
In such a situation· the only reasonable thing he can do is to get in close touch
with others who are in a better position to help him so that he can join then iri
their endeavors to profit from their deeper insight. Of course the world does not
only consist of America.

Why then this concentration upon the role of that

continent? Simply because we cannot avoid its influence. If we remain passive,
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a negative "Americanism" will overwhelm us - a mentality nobody else rejects
more strictly than any self-critical American. Only if this type of representative
of the new world will assert itself we can - seen in the long run -~ firmly keep our
hope for a sound future, not only in America, but in the whole world. In this
perspective, cultivating our relations with those elements in America who
incorporate its best traditions is - as a matter of fact - nothing else but an act of
self-defense.
The same insight is of course also valid for our relations to other
countries; but America is particularly important because if opens for us a
stronger, positively critical approach to the whole world."
May I conclude my remarks with another quotation in translation, taken
from the introduction of my Amerika unser Spiegelbild?
Reiseberichte (Basel: Volksdruckerei, 1954):

Amerikanische

"As a guest of the U.S.

Departments of State and Labor, I had in 1953/1954 for _four months the
opportunity to study on my own the development of better relations between
management and labor in the whole country. Traveling to many places I met
personalities who dedicated their efforts to this goal.

I did not find ideal

situations in America, but people who were hard-working for them. They fulfill
their task with an earnestness and an endurance I can only admire. They were
moved by impulses which are a result of the very best elements in our own
European tradition.

Sometimes I even had the impression that they have

remained more active and better awake in this spirit than we in Switzerland
because life in America is more difficult than in our little paradise and therefore
demands stronger efforts. There men grow with the difficulties of their tasks.
The age of sturdy pioneers has not yet ended in the new world with its unfinished
preconditions. We hear too many shrill dissonances from America which are
much louder than the subtle voice of human reason. But what really matters is
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not what makes the biggest noise, but the unobtrusive expression of knowledge
and wisdom. These idealistic forces - as anything genuinely noble in this world are of course always in danger; but without them we would stand at an abyss and
would despair. That there is no reason to do this I have learned in my personal
meetings with Americans who believe in our common future."

*

*

*
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